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ABSTRACT 
 
Background: It is unconstitutional for the government of the United States to uphold a 
religion as its national church.  Yet, this is exactly what America is doing through policy 
that essentially oppresses and disenfranchise its black citizens to this day.  This thesis is 
for the purposes of disclosing America’s national religion as white supremacy, a religion 
animated largely through ritual practice as faith and practical mimesis as liturgy, 
practiced only by white people, abetted by the government.  The effects of this grand 
liturgy will be explored thereafter, consequent of black people not being treated as full 
citizens.  Subsequently, I will propose a theological response to what is a theological and 
religious issue, with the hope that the woeful religion of white supremacy that has been at 
the core of American governmental policy will finally be meliorated.   
Discussion: Why religion?  Why that seemingly stilted terminology to describe an 
ideology of superiority?  Surely there must be other ways of describing the phenomenon 
of white supremacy, ways that do not seem to insist on the sensationalist.  Yet, this is no 
sensationalist appeal or alarmist demagoguery, this description is rooted in the tangible 
facticity of white supremacy in America.  White supremacy in America is a highly 
systematized, ritualized program of being, filled with dedication and devotion that is only 
 vii 
reminiscent of a faith-based tradition—instituted by greed, routinized by policy, 
emboldened by quietly radicalized adherents.  It is not aberrant as many suppose, the 
activity of some lone actors, who are abstracted from the realities of a trenchant past that 
motivates the action of the present.  Rather, it is an ecology of the prescription of 
whiteness as economical and sociological power and infrastructural discrimination that 
has strengthened and encouraged many to live into its promises of exceptionalism, and 
that has obfuscated, alienated, and isolated many by their millions for no other reason 
than that they were and are of a different skin color.  This is the religion of white 
supremacy.  This is Towards a Ritual to Die For.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
 
Towards A Sign of Citizenship 
 
 
“black history”1 
 
Last night 
 
I had a dream then 
awoke in 
Matthew Henson’s 
back yard  
he said  
through bristled jaw 
that I saved an Inuit child  
from exposure                     to cold  
 
the child did not thank me 
 
I am too dark  
to see  
gratitude 
 
was born  
by a river 
 
was sold to  
merchants 
 
followed the  
drinking gourd 
 
nursed my  
ankles with blood 
 
sopped hard  
                                                        
1 Note: Here is a poem I wrote that was published in the February 2019 edition of The Prophet, Boston 
University School of Theology’s student journal, that I thought would help amplify the content of my 
thesis. 
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tack with tears 
 
bought my 
wife a body 
 
choked on Jim’s 
Crow for dinner 
 
marched on  
good intentions 
 
slept with 
corner office 
 
thought  
I had a dream 
 
thought it 
was a dream 
 
awoke into pale light 
 
clear skies do not always signal 
peace 
 
somewhere right now 
I lie face down 
taking my last 
breath to the head 
 
with eyes like 
empty promises 
 
& the sky  
could not be 
bluer 
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“Oh no, he ain’ dead.  De signs an’ de tokens tells me.” –Liza Jane, from “The Wife of 
His Youth” 
 
Black people in America have always believed in signs.  Certainly, the black 
person was once stipulated in this belief, using signs to abscond the brutalism of her 
forced bondage, following drinking gourds, emblazoning stars in her eyes, the silver 
moon no mere cosmological phantom to her but a veritable pillar of cloud by day and a 
fire by night.  Indeed, be they in the heavens above or in our dreams at night, we all look 
for signs for comfort, for the assurance that things will improve, to corroborate that we 
are who we reckon we are, to affirm that which we already know to be true.  In his short 
story “The Wife of His Youth,” unsung African American author Charles Wadell 
Chesnutt narratively illustrates a portrait of an indomitable woman in search of her long-
lost husband, from whom she was separated when he ran away to the North, from 
slavery, with the promise he would return for her a free man to ransom her, never to do 
so.  Following Emancipation, searching up and down the East Coast on foot looking for 
her husband, a woman, a senescent woman, a senescent black woman with no help, no 
reason to hope, confesses to Mr. Ryder that she knew her Sam was still alive because she 
saw it in the signs.2 
In “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” the seminal first chapter to W. E. B. Du Bois’ 
magnum opus The Souls of Black Folk, the author muses upon the ways that it feels “[…] 
[for he as a black man] to be a problem.”3  Here he examines the ways in which the black 
                                                        
2 Charles W. Chesnutt, “The Wife of His Youth,” in The Wife of His Youth, And Other Stories of the Color 
Line (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1898), 6.    
 
3 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A.C. McClurg & Co., 1903), 2. 
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presence is an inconvenience.  For Du Bois, the most striking and shocking revelation of 
his life was that, though white people surrounded him and he was embroiled roundabout 
by whiteness, excelling in the face of his pallid classmates, he himself was not white, and 
that this dearth of whiteness was in fact a deficit to him.  This ever appeared to him 
anathema, opprobrious, an obstruction to the innate justice that would be his non-
presence, something that wrenched him; for to not exist is a problematic that he, existing, 
just could not overcome.  For to be present is to affront, to be present is enough to 
mitigate, to warrant the aversive response to the stimuli of his unabashedly unchained 
ontology.  He, a priori the startling revelation of his blackness as mode of undesirable 
difference, was borne no distinction necessitated to overcome until he was confronted by 
a peer, a “[…] girl, a tall newcomer, [who] refused [his] card, —refused it peremptorily, 
with a glance.”4  It was at this precise moment that he knew that his very heartbeat, his 
organs, his senses, his affections, his passions, those very things that contributed to his 
humanity could not assuage or mollify the unremitting chasm of race.  Therefore, in Du 
Bois’ mind, the need for the double consciousness of the black person in America is 
immediate and tethered dutifully to their ontic makeup.  It is in this way solely for 
defense, a defense without which the black person could not survive much less exist.   
This is a phenomenon that I have pondered in my own life, having experienced 
what it is to be made to feel ontologically insignificant.  There are actually two 
incidences that have shaped my experiential understanding of the limited citizenship of 
                                                        
4 Du Bois, 3. 
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black people in America relative to the idea of black bodies and their destruction and my 
identity formation as a black man.   
When I was but eighteen, beard still growing, vernal starlight new in my eyes, I 
had a summer stolen.   
At the beginning of the season, not long after my first year of college waned to an 
end, my girlfriend at the time drove down to Portsmouth from Richmond to see me.  We 
spent the whole day together, the taut Virginian humidity a sanguine spice in our noses, a 
flare reflective of the carefree passions of an inchoate love.  Night was soon to arrive, the 
crepuscular hour was splayed on the horizon, when we drove to a secluded spot I knew, 
shielded from the oculus of I-264 oncoming traffic by trees and weeds and thick 
vegetation.  We made clumsy, breathy love in the silver 2002 Honda Civic until the 
eventide bent more towards midnight, the stars above our lampshade.   
I was on lookout, her back facing the nearby street that abutted cul-de-sac.  A car 
drove by.  Nothing major.  No need to stop.  Another pair of headlights jammed the black 
of night away.  It’s nothing.  Then another car drove by, the familiar mingled drone of 
engine sputter and valence, only this time, the side of the vehicle streamed red and white 
and blue, with “CHESAPEAKE POLICE” in red.  I tell my girlfriend that I saw a cop 
and she immediately unsaddles me, pulls up her Guess jeans in the driver seat, knowing 
only with a telepathy informed by a legacy of inner-city over-policing that the car, though 
passed, would for some reason return.  I knew too.   
I threw the condom out the window in the nearby woods.  I do not know why I 
did this, but for some reason the act flows from my being with parasympathetic 
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instinctiveness.  Sure enough, the cop has turned around to investigate the allure of a 
parked car on a public street with its headlights unlit.  He drives up to the car, gets out, 
shines his light in through the windows as he begins to knock, knock, knock.  My 
girlfriend lowers the window.  “What’re you doing out here?” he demanded.  “Nothing.  
Just sitting in the car” she responded.  A lie.  A good lie.  A necessary lie.  After all, what 
business of his was it what we were doing?  We obviously weren’t breaking any laws and 
we certainly did not present any clear danger to ourselves or to others.  So, why the 
interrogation? 
Out of nowhere another cop car pulls up to the scene of our crime of being two 
black youths sat in a car unbothered and bothering no one.  Another car pulls up.  
Another car pulls up.  Another car pulls up.  Yet another car pulls up.  And yet another 
car pulls up.  By this time, it had been requested us by Officer Racially-Motivated-
Supererogation that we step out of the car so that he and some of the ten other police 
officers present could search the car.  For what?  We, being teenagers, were so afraid of 
what would happen to us (I knowing that we were in Chesapeake, a city known for police 
officers who were racists in their pursuit of black people) did not put up much resistance 
at all.  I am ashamed to say that I did not know my constitutional rights as an eighteen-
year-old.  This is ten years before the Ferguson saga would unfold, nine years before 
Tamir Rice violently disallowed from playing cops and robbers, eight years before a 
crazed white vigilante sought an airy word of vengeance with black boy, who just wanted 
to enjoy his sugary concession on a walk home.  The public consciousness was not 
toward black life mattering then (it really has never been).  I did not know that, according 
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to the Fourth Amendment, that I could not be searched without just cause or that, 
according the landmark 1968 case, Terry v. Ohio (1968), that the only way I could be 
searched is if it could be proved without a shadow of doubt that I endangered life.5  But 
we were young, vulnerable, scared citizens*, who were having a night that we would 
never forget.   
After these unfortunate people searched the car, two of them stepped forward in 
the blare of the halogen lights of their patrol cars to search my girlfriend and I, while the 
other eight of them stared on with snarky, satisfied grins.  We were searched with 
simultaneity, a white male officer frisking my being, while a white female officer groped 
my girlfriend.  This is an important detail because she did not only frisk her but she 
groped her as the male officers looked on intently.  The male officer who frisked me then 
said some intimidating words to me about not being where I should not and so forth and 
so on and whatnot, gave us our driver’s licenses back, and sent us on our way, 
disheveled, disabused, and dishonored.   
On the way back to my house (where else would we go after such an emaciating 
encounter), which was only three minutes away from where we were, my girlfriend broke 
the stark silence of a night that had begun so harmlessly and said that she felt violated by 
the officer.  And in that moment, I felt a sense of powerlessness that I had never before 
known, that I had no control over the situation, that I could not even protect the girl that I 
love.  I had to just sit there and take it.   
                                                        
5 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: 
The New Press, 2012), 63. 
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I look back on that experience of my youth now as a grown man, of when my 
summer was stolen (because after that which was such a caustic occurrence, all other red-
letter events were dulled in comparison), and two things are inimitably clear to me: 1)  I 
remember immediately after as we drove back to my house, feeling guilty for what had 
happened, feeling as though that unspeakable event was my fault, feeling that I deserved 
to experience that because I was having pre-marital sex, which reveals the insufficiency 
of rote inculcated theologies presented to young people in our churches.  2)  I am 
instantly reminded of the words of Ta-Nehisi Coates, how he defines racism in his book 
Between the World and Me as “[…] the need to ascribe bone-deep features to people and 
then humiliate, reduce, and destroy them.”6  And in that moment, that moment now so 
long ago, a moment ensconced in a time of implacable delight, a season of romance that 
was sure to be ours, though I did not feel destroyed, I was, we were, utterly humiliated 
and reduced and for no other reason than that we were black 
However, this defense is a paltry, unwieldy thing.  Notice the implications for 
today, when how black bodies being affronted in constancy by those who are apportioned 
to protect them is considered mindfully.  Moreover, Du Bois, even in his time of utter 
disenfranchisement and degradation questions God’s intentionality in allowing the black 
presence in America.  This theodicy-talk rings with contemporary freshness.  Perhaps the 
assault of the black person today is a result of the white person needing to rid himself of 
the inconvenience of the black presence.  But maybe this assessment is too easy.  Perhaps 
that is an oversimplification of the matter; perhaps it is the black person’s lack of 
                                                        
6 Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (New York: Random House, 2015), 6. 
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citizenship, a citizenship that has always been queer, a citizenship that has always been 
spurious and second-class in this country, is still an extant and observable phenomenon as 
such.  Perhaps the matter is not whether God is to question for his allowance of the black 
person in this society but that the society, which claims to be democratic and for the 
people and by the people, is in fact apophatic, nay, altogether theologically vacant.   
Perhaps, therefore, in this line of reasoning, it would be productive to look 
at America not as a country but as a person.  If seen through this lens, America 
would need to, as a person, possess vast modicums and particularities of 
personhood in order for him to exist; and further through this optics view if 
indeed America is living fully into his claim to be a democratic and free nation.  
In The Hermeneutic of the Subject, Michel Foucault argues by quoting from the 
stoics Demetrius by way of Seneca that in order for a being in possession of 
personhood to live effectively, to exist bountifully, to have her or his mode of 
being as meaningful and significant as possible, the being would need to “[…] 
attend to himself.”7  He quotes Demetrius, by recounting his discourse on askesis, 
that is, the quality of person as athlete, revealing: 
The athlete does not learn all the possible moves, he does not attempt to 
do useless feats; he practices the few moves that he needs to triumph over 
his opponents in the wrestling match.8  
 
                                                        
7 Michel Foucault and Paul Rabinow, The Hermeneutic of the Subject in Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth 
(New York: New Press, 1997), 95. 
 
8 Foucault, 99. 
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If America really cared about his status as a just country, he would concern 
himself only with those things that would promote him to justness.  He would 
doff his state theology, a theology that is largely a “[…] justification of the status 
quo with its racism, capitalism, and totalitarianism [that] misuses theological and 
biblical concepts for its own political purposes and worships a God who blesses 
and upholds the state;”9 he would instead adopt a prophetic theology that instead 
“[…] focuses on the liberating message of the Bible in the critical situation of 
oppression faced by people, [analyzing] the situation so that it can discern the 
signs of the times and name the sins and evils as well as lifting up a hope for 
salvation.”10  Yet, America now is in violation of what it professes, assuming an 
antidisestablishmentarianism model of government that allows for minimal 
secularisms yet separates the activity of church and state, with especial attention 
to the state not abetting or aiding any particular religion.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
9 Cornel West, Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism (Book 2) (Monroe, ME: Common Courage 
Press, 1993), 223. 
 
10 West, 223. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 
Towards A Ritual to Die For 
 
According to Cécile Laborde in her book Liberalism’s Religion there should be a 
range of permissible secularisms, that she terms minimal secularism, and the ideal that 
should undergird a liberal-democratic society like America should be constitutive of an 
inclusive state secularism where the government does not abet or promote any certain 
religion as being more prominent than another, that it “[…] should not endorse any 
orthodoxy that might have disparaging effects on some citizens.”11  Doing so would 
engender less ability for separation of secularism in the state, and Laborde’s thesis in 
Liberalism’s Religion is that religion and the state can coexist, or rather, do not require 
too strict a separation, if there are certain minimal secularisms applied to its 
governmental morphology.  However, this is problematic in America because white 
supremacy is its religion, in fact it is the religion, and it is the religion that is and has been 
upheld in America since the dawning of the republic, having its first liturgy in chattel 
slavery. Framing it, white supremacy, in this way allows us to see how devout the nation 
has been to this anti-secularism as an adherent to a religion, observant of ritual, practice, 
and liturgy, “[…] whereby dominant groups use state power to affirm and entrench 
hegemonic identities (white, male, Protestant) as normal, and […] construe and disparage 
minority identities as deviant.”12  Therefore, the notion that a liberal democracy requiring 
                                                        
11 Cécile Laborde, Liberalism’s Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017), 94. 
 
12 Laborde, 95 
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a seeming strict delineation between church and state as untenable, when considered 
under the ominous auspices of white supremacist philosophy and expression as both 
privilege and power, is not a generative or salient thesis.  Laborde echoes the sentiments 
of critical religion theorists, suggesting that “[…] religion is not a natural category of 
social and ethical experience […] but the category of religion itself, […] invented and 
formalized in the process of consolidation of modern states.”13  White supremacy is the 
religion in America, constitutive of environmental liturgics, and it is highly theocratic in 
its dimensions: 
Here the dimension of religion that is targeted by the liberal secular state 
is the theocratic dimension of religion: the claim by churches to rule not 
only the private but also the public sphere—to enact coercive rules and 
norms for society as a whole.  Instead, the modern state worked to locate 
religion within the private sphere of individual conscience, voluntary 
association, and the family—but the precise contours of the boundary 
between public and private have been fluid and historically contested.14 
 
Thus, it is in the tension of this fluidity where what is most cumbersome about viewing 
white supremacy, not as an aberrant machination of evil, but as an intentional religion, 
possessing its own liturgical structure that allows its adherents to either passively or 
actively participate in it,15 with dire and deleterious consequences,16 projects itself 
twofold: First, a religion as such would not be operable in closer environs to the state 
                                                        
13 Laborde, 171. 
 
14 Laborde, 171. 
 
15 Mikhail Bakhtin, Towards A Philosophy of the Act, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993), 41. 
 
16 Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (1993: 12, n.15) writes that human beings both actively and 
passively participate in their being because they are inherently irreplaceable.  Therefore, regardless if they 
know it or not, it is possible to either be a participant in either directly or indirectly in being a white 
supremacist. 
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because it would stipulate the degradation and humiliation of nonwhite citizens, thus 
inhabiting the sphere of being highly ethnographic, limited by that myopic and claustral 
scope, thereby making the state culpable in the oppression of some of its citizens.  
Second, in a liberal democratic society, it would actually reveal the nation that practices 
such a religion to be confederate with endorsing a religion, which, as I will discuss, is 
indeed extant and injurious, and moreover not in keeping with Laborde’s innate state 
secularism.  What is truly cumbersome about the certainty of white supremacy as religion 
is that there exists in its thought a reverse anamnesis of sorts occurring today, wherein 
even scholars deny the existence of deliberate systems of racism and bigotry that aids the 
systematized religiosity of white supremacy.  Therefore, what this thesis intends is to 
promote the naming of liturgies that speak to white supremacy and privilege as 
America’s religion, a religion that has unjustifiably been oft abutted by the state, so that 
through an ultimate acknowledgment of these liturgies, their adverse results can be 
curtailed.  Hence, this paper will first frame philosophically the argument that America’s 
religion is white supremacy then it will look at the corrosive societal effects of this 
religion, particularly the effects representative of economic conditions that led to the 
eventuation of the senseless killing of Michael Brown (for the treatment of his body and 
prevenient conditions that led to his death are microcosmic of a system waiting to be 
disclosed), and lastly it will discuss a probable theological response to a most woefully 
vacuous religion.  For me the liturgy of this religion had its invocation with the institution 
of a slavocracy that lasted 246 years in this country and most recently had its benediction 
in the killing of Michael Brown on August 9, 2014.   
  
14 
In her book, Cécile Laborde maintains that the state should never obfuscate the 
nonreligious by endorsing the votive symbology of religions.  In Chapter 3, one way she 
makes this point clear is by stating the deep anthropological experience of African 
Americans in the country as alienated from descriptions of humanity by being banned 
from appropriating civic rights, recounting the history of racist litigation in America as an 
affront to the ontological framework of African-Americans.  Nevertheless, by 
acknowledging certain governmental proclivities that should not exist, Laborde is 
emphasizing in turn systems that actually are extant and pervasive even to this day.  It is 
these systems that allows for nothing other than deliberate actions of racism today, a fact 
that Elisabeth Vasko in her book, Beyond Apathy: A Theology for Bystanders, ardently 
denies, suggesting that “[…] most white racism does not result from deliberate or blatant 
bigotry.”17  However, there is no other way for a person to behave than into which system 
they act.  This is deliberateness by design.  This is blatancy by technology.  This reliance 
upon white racial biases is constructive of a racism that has become so routinized it is 
banal and commonplace and nondescript, thereby permitting a lived experience that 
borders on the mundane, insists on the ubiquity.  This is the essence of racism as ritual, as 
a system of belief through practice explained as religion.    
On this wise, Slavoj Žižek offers a useful comment, postulating that faith is not 
from the inward outward but from the outward inward.  He believes that what practices a 
person has are what causes them to believe, that that ritual becomes his or her religion 
                                                        
17 Elizabeth T. Vasko, Beyond Apathy, A Theology for Bystanders (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 66. 
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through the material belief rooted in practice.18  So that if the secularism of the inclusive 
state should not support any religious identity, governmentally, or through policy, if this 
is proven to be so that America indeed has a religion and that it is white supremacy, it 
would reveal a great internal schism, at least with regard to the fitness of government to 
govern, at most with regard to how the government governs, with its espousing of a 
violent ideology through systematized practice, which becomes legitimized policy a 
policy tantamount to religious observance.   
This religious identity is forged in the cauldron of American exceptionalism.  This 
is why it becomes cumbersome when in Beyond Apathy Vasko quotes Kelly Brown 
Douglas and her book Stand Your Ground, yet is still not able to connect white American 
exceptionalism with the notion of the deliberate actions of racism.  This assumption is 
challenging in the Vasko text because through it she never really delves deeply into the 
problem of mythos qua mythos apropos European and American imperial conquest. She 
makes the comment: “In the United States, whiteness is marked by the presumption of 
dominance and entitlement” yet she does not trace its origin. Moreover, she makes 
statements like: “Contrary to popular belief, most white racism does not result from 
deliberate or blatant bigotry,” when the entire system in which the actors play on stage 
(theatre too being a kind of ritual) is and has been predicated by deliberate and blatant 
bigotry. It is important to note this because it imputes an intentionality that is real, 
tangible, appreciable, and consequent. This is important because white privilege extends 
from white supremacy, which lends itself to the consciousness of American selfhood, 
                                                        
18 Marcus Pound, Žižek: A (Very) Critical Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 55. 
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extending from a narratology of racial primacy and superiority that has the existential 
force of historicity on its side. She quotes from Kelly Brown Douglas’ necessary 
book Stand Your Ground, Black Bodies and the Justice of God, but neglects to lift out the 
phraseology most poignant to white supremacy’s striking genesis as evinced through the 
narrativity and mythos of the effusive Tacitus work Germania (c. 98 CE). Her (Douglas) 
book is an interrogation of the cultural normatives that engendered the atmosphere for 
Trayvon Martin’s killing (similar to those that created the infrastructure that led to 
Michael Brown’s killing), maintaining that the “[...] seeds [that allowed a Stand Your 
Ground law] were planted well before the founding of America 
[and these] seeds produced a myth of racial superiority that both determined America’s 
founding and defined its identity.”19  Douglas contends that this mythos “[...] gave way 
to America’s grand narrative of Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism.”20  It is this same 
narratology, one of election, one of importance, one of manifest destiny that animated the 
corpus of American solipsistic personhood and predicated its inclination towards and 
inculcation of privilege. Here is her recounting Tacitus from the section of her book 
entitled “The Making of the Anglo-Saxon Myth:” 
In Germania Tacitus provides a meticulous portrait, based on others’ 
writings and observations, of the Germanic tribes who fended off Rome’s 
first century empire-building agenda. He identifies the tribes as an 
“aboriginal” people “free from all taint of intermarriages.” They are, he 
says, “a distinct unmixed race, like none but themselves,” with “fierce 
blue eyes, red hair, huge frames.” Tacitus commended these Germans for 
                                                        
19 Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God (Ossining, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2015), 13. 
 
20 Douglas, 40. 
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their bravery and strong moral character. “No one in Germany,” he 
explained, “laughs at vice.” He went on to say that for these Germans 
“good [moral] habits” were more effectual than “good laws.”21 
 
The consequences of insistence certainly abound here: Notice the insistence upon the 
high moral superiority of these Germanic peoples with motility towards it being natural, 
immanent, and inherent. What is more is the insistence upon them being an “unmixed 
race,” signaling the construction of a foundation of genetic purity being condign with 
morality and rightness. To wit, these people are the best people and there are none liken 
unto them under the heavens. What is most provocative here are not only what the 
historian Tacitus wrote but also the conspicuousness upon the power of narrative to 
compel things to exist. No wonder his Germania, written even as far back as year 98, has 
been called “one of the most dangerous books ever written.”22 Vasko suggests that moral 
apathy is concomitant with white privilege and is a deficit to American Christian 
theology and she rightly connects the problematics of masculinist Christian theology, 
connecting the lynching culture of postbellum America with the crucifixion of Jesus and 
how “[...] Christianity’s classical atonement tradition [mitigated that] ... a crowd that 
lynches, therefore, would not immediately repulse such a God. A God that sanctions a 
human sacrifice as brutal as crucifixion can serve as a divine ally for those who make 
such a sacrifice—even a sacrifice as horrific as lynching.”23 But you do not have a 
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lynching, or a killing of an unarmed black man unless the state abets these killings.  As a 
God who did not spare his own son would seem to sanction the extrajudicial slaying of 
persons, so too would a state whose religion is white supremacy.  Perhaps the problem 
that these killings perdure is that the government has not become aware that they are 
indeed participant and culpable in a state sanctions religion that is racist to its core.   
Žižek continues in his discussion of material belief evinced as religious practice: 
Religious belief . . . is not merely, or even primarily, an inner conviction; 
but the Church is an institution and its rituals (prayers, baptism, 
confirmation, confession […] which far from being a mere secondary 
externalization of the inner belief, stands for the very mechanism that 
generates it.24 
 
So, though one may not believe that one is racist, though the government may not 
perceive that it has enacted policies that disenfranchise voters, redline housing, et al, to 
be racist and that this racist policy actually constitutes as a religious standing, in reality it 
does.  Moreover, even if one does not readily subscribe to a racist policy as fact, in 
substance by perpetuating systems governmentally that continue disenfranchise and 
marginalize some while lifting up others, i.e. slavery, i.e. lynching, i.e. Jim Crow, i.e. the 
prison industrial complex, the qualitative rigor with which the policy today, though with 
not as much intensity, but just as much frequency, is actually consistent with the past in a 
mimetic way, what Bourdieu calls practical mimesis:  
Practical mimesis [the acquiring of habit and virtue] has nothing in 
common with an imitation that would presuppose a conscious effort to 
reproduce a gesture, an utterance or an object explicitly constituted as a 
model […] [instead] the process of reproduction […] [takes] place below 
the level of consciousness, expression and the reflexive distance which 
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these presuppose […] What is “learned by the body” is not something that 
one has, like knowledge that can be brandished, but something that one 
is.25 
 
It is here that Martha Nussbaum in her book, The Monarchy of Fear: A Philosopher 
Looks at Our Political Crisis, begins to language the specific racist aggressions extant in 
the observed Laborde system, of which Vasko, quoting Massingale,26 suggests that there 
is little deliberateness and blatancy, calling this space a monarchy of fear that is filled 
with disgust.  Yet, this is the phenomenon that permits the white racist and white 
supremacist policy to exist, “[…] fueling what psychologists call “implicit bias”—bias 
that shows up on empirical tests, even though the biased person is not aware of having 
it.”27  This is what allows the white racist to avoid complicity of re-cognition of action 
because he or she is simply acting out what has been done before them in a highly 
ritualized system that is tantamount to a religion.  It is what is learned in the body is the 
belief system that one inhabits, and dutifully so, on a daily basis.  This is why it is so easy 
for white people to live into being racist because they have no inkling that they are in fact 
doing so; they simply mimic behaviors that were generated generationally long before 
they came to exist.  Belief, according to Žižek, arises in the metaxological realm, between 
the participant in the religion (white racists) and the ritual itself (racism as a 
religion).  One does not have to admit that one is racist because one’s racist actions 
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believe for oneself, no different that rituals believe on the behalf of the participant of a 
religion.   
This religion of racism and white supremacy was established with its own 
liturgics long ago: Slavery was really a kind of invocation, an opening prayer or hymn, 
that fervently adumbrated the hopes and dreams of a people who wished to degrade a 
certain few so that they would be able to reap the generational benefits of free labor—no 
cupidity hidden, no brutalism spared, no whip un-cracked.  And this liturgics provided 
the optics through which the lectionary of white racist policy today is meted out, as I 
shall uncover, looking at the tragic events in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014 as a 
microcosmic example of the American state.  
It began with the shooting of Michael Brown and how his body lay there treated 
with the same respect that one would grant a furtive animal.  Decomposing in the sun 
under waves of that summer swelter was not only that young man’s life, all that he was 
and all that he ever will be, but also the moral composition of the nation.  For, in those 
moments austere, when the black body rotted openly, so too the community that brought 
the young man to adulthood corrupted, having to witness such inexplicably quick and 
lasting barbarity.  There have been scholars who have written about the conditions that 
led to the young man’s killing, and the effects of that killing, many like George Lipsitz, 
who, writing in the University of Minnesota Press in the article “From Plessy to 
Ferguson,” that there is a thread that runs direct from the groundbreaking civil case to the 
conditions that permitted Michael Brown’s killing by Officer Darren Wilson, who acted 
as nothing less than a participant in the liturgical codification that he inherited.  Lipsitz 
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cites segregation in housing, segregation of schools, and workplace discriminatory 
practices as factors that engendered an atmosphere that led to Brown’s death, practices 
that were all in the ritualistic observation of America’s true religion. 
In Beyond Ontological Blackness: An Essay on African American Religious and 
Cultural Criticism, Victor Anderson seeks a new way of defining what it means to be 
black in America.  In his thesis, he forsakes all categorical racial descriptions of 
blackness, and seeks ardently to abscond the traditionalism of ontological mores 
conducive to elucidating what it means to be black.  Observing that for decades blackness 
as an ethos of being has oft been substantiated by its perceived epic and intrinsic struggle 
against white supremacy, he stipulates in a logic of reduction ad absurdum that this 
creates an ontology that is strictly limiting and myopic in its scope and scale.   
Existentially, the new black being remains bound by whiteness.  
Politically, it remains unfulfilled because blackness is ontologically 
defined as the experience of suffering and survival.28   
 
For Anderson, blackness as an identity should not seek to be apologist after David 
Walker, W. E. B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and Marcus Garvey, nor should it 
heroic after Apollo, but should be Nietzschean in its grotesquerie, afforded every 
convolution and complication assigned to all other realms of humanity on the planet.  
Then and only then can a new being of blackness emerge, one that is not monumental or 
monolithic but pluralistic and heteronormative in a redemptive and generative way.  
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Anderson rejects all methods of ascribing a categorical disposition of black 
identity.  Therefore, it is not a liberative way for black people to look at themselves 
through the lens of category with regard to race—it is essentializing, editorializing, 
monumentalizing and austere.  Hence, this is not my argument, that black people view 
themselves in this way.  My contention is that rather this is the manner in which white 
people view black people.  I realized what I designed is not to describe blackness because 
black people are organically coming into what and who they are to be in this country.  
They do not need my help with that.  There is no threat to blackness by way of a faulty, 
fallacious, or listless self-prescribed ontology.  Rather the greatest threat to black 
ontology has always been white ontology.  It is the phenomenology of white ontology 
that needs to be affected.  My work center on how ontological whiteness, abetted by 
structures of power and privilege, specifically the governmental abetting of white 
supremacy as religion, has not been allowed to be penetrated and changed since the 
established parameters of my trichotomy of signs—the chain (icon), the lynching tree 
(index), and Jim Crow (symbol)—and, because of this, white people have been able to 
live into a system of privilege with ease and dexterity, causing further acts of oppressive 
violence against black people, my contention being that the aforementioned statistical 
data are proclivities that could be no other way consequent of the iconicity of the black 
person’s existentialism.  It will consequently be my work to abolish this trichotomy, that 
lends itself to the formation of white privilege and racist proclivity, and establish a new 
one, one that is constitutive of a redemptive theology for whiteness in America and 
around the world. 
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 It all starts with the sign.  This is firstness; this is the initial sense, the quality 
(quale) associated with the subject, called the icon.  Regarding historicity (always), for 
the black person with regard to citizenship, the initial sign, the icon in this trichotomy of 
signs is the chain;29 for in it is the feeling, the sense of abject servitude.  She was brought 
here in chains, her first station was enchained, relegated to a posture of subservience; 
thus, naturally this, the chain, must serve as the sign to her ontological indexicality in this 
trichotomy of signs.  Peirce maintained that the icon is that which predicates the 
trichotomy of semiotics.  If the icon of the black person is the chain, how could this ever 
bode well for him in the American context?  How much further can the black person 
deign to mobilize from this position, for in the chain is the sense, the feeling, the quality 
of hopelessness, or degradation, or subservience to a powerful elite?   
 The next natural motility for the black person in America, moving from the icon, 
informed by it, is the index, which represents secondness, which represents the 
tangibility, that which is rooted in reality, that which emerges from the icon that has 
immutable consequences.  In this case, the index is the noose.  The difference between 
the chain and the noose is condign with the lynching tree, for in those lynchings are the 
souls of innocent lives lost with statistical rigor that is tangible, as are its ramifications 
today.  James Hal Cone in his The Cross and the Lynching Tree explains that during 
slavery there were no lynchings as praxis because the slave owner would not destroy his 
own property; however after slavery, starting particularly after Reconstruction had its day 
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of futility, there began the practice of lynching as a way to remind the former slaves and 
their progeny of their continued place of subjugation as second-class citizens, “free” or 
not.30  Therefore, here in the noose, hung on the lynching tree, we find that the black 
person in America has been relegated physically with a view to being relegated 
systemically politically in the thirdness of this trichotomy of signs, the symbol.    
The symbol, which represents thirdness, which is constitutive and consequent of 
all the significations consequent of the icon, as pointed out by the index, in this line of 
reasoning is Jim Crow.  This is because Jim Crow generated policies that were but a 
foretaste for the societal strictures that still pervade to the present time.  In the symbol 
there is universality—and in a quite literal sense, Jim Crow has created an emanated 
universe within which the black person still lives and moves and has its being today, as 
postulated by Michelle Alexander in her book, The New Jim Crow.  For example, due to 
the white supremacist mentality concomitant with market morality, outsourcing of jobs 
and technological advancements open only to those highly educated persons, Black men 
were deindustrialized from 1970 to 1987, from 70 percent to 28 percent, this leading to 
radical poverty in urban communities.31 This economic shutting out led to the pursuit of 
monies illegally through the sales of crack cocaine and marijuana among black men.  But 
while white men are seven times more likely to possess crack, white students are seven 
times more likely to use powder cocaine than black students,32 and equally likely to use 
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and possess marijuana33 (with marijuana-related arrests being responsible for 80 percent 
of all arrests in the 1990s),34 black people are five times more likely to be imprisoned.  80 
to 90 percent of all drug offenders sent to prison are black,35 so that by 2006 1 out of 14 
black men were behind bars.36  
All the while by 1987, during the vestiges if the Reagan administration, the 
funding for drug abuse centers nationwide dropped from 274 million to 57 million and 
for education from 14 million to 3 million.37  In 1994, under black people’s second 
favorite white president, Bill Clinton, 17 billion dollars was removed from public housing 
initiatives, a drop of 61 percent, while 19 billion dollars went toward the construction of 
new prisons, a boon of 171 percent,38 hastening the increase in the number of people 
caught in Michel Foucault’s “carceral circle” and to the creation of what Michelle 
Alexander calls a racial “under-caste.”  
This is the legacy of the icon, the chain.  It is in these social environs that Michael 
Brown was born, came of age, and was killed, in a society that conferred upon him the 
designation of other, of alterity, of erasure, and of non-citizenship, when he, according to 
American law, had all the rights and privileges of citizenship; yet his body was treated as 
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a nonentity.  These are the parameters of being that are not observed by blackness but by 
whiteness in America as it participates both actively and passively in the religion of white 
supremacy. 
Homere Plessy thought he could elude this trichotomy ascribed to him by 
whiteness and live into being white.  He did not care too much about the plight of black 
people in America; he simply thought that reasonably he, a light-skinned black man, who 
could pass for white, “[…] whose ancestry was seven-eighths white,”39 should be able to 
be participant in the religion of white supremacy only to find that the doors of the church 
were not opened to him.  Plessy’s argument before the supreme court justices in the 
landmark Plessy v. Ferguson was that he should by virtue of his near-white appearance 
be able to inhabit the religious ecology of white supremacy and board the segregated 
railroad cars in Louisiana.  The result of this man’s desire to adhere to a religion that only 
white people are able to practice was disastrous for black people across the country as the 
disseminated verdict ruled that it is constitutional for black people to live in a society 
where they must remain separated from whiteness, but somehow still be considered 
equal.  To the hypocrisy of this concept Laborde writes, elucidating why it is difficult for 
state and religion to coincide: 
By analogy, U.S. segregation laws disparaged African-Americans, not 
because they offended African American culture and ways of life, but 
because they construed blackness as a negative ascriptive identity, a 
marker of subordination and inferiority.  What the ban on civic 
disparagement focuses on are those dimensions of the socially constructed 
meanings of religion that structurally resemble other suspect categories of 
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oppression and domination, such as race.40 
 
Being separate would never allow equality of blackness in the eyes of whiteness 
in America, a point that even the one dissenting vote in the watershed decision in 
Judge Henry Billings Brown revealed.  As a good white person, the lone 
dissenter, Brown, a devout participant in the religion of white supremacy, would 
affirm its power, even in a moment self-aggrandizing righteousness: 
The white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country. And 
so it is in prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth and in power. 
So, I doubt not, it will continue to be for all time if it remains true to its 
great heritage and holds fast to the principles of constitutional liberty.41 
 
This separateness bespeaks the white supremacist concept of otherness that endures even 
to this day.  For from the Plessy decision came the disjointed and derelict housing 
practices in Missouri that created the atmosphere for Michael Brown’s killing, for “Be it 
by design, accident, or benign neglect, the fuse that led to the explosion in Ferguson was 
lit in St. Louis more than 60 years ago.”42  Michael Brown would not have even been on 
Canfield Drive in the suburb of Ferguson, Missouri, if it had not been for the failure of 
the Pruitt-Igoe.  Pruitt-Igoe was a housing complex in St. Louis that was funded by the 
United States Public Housing Act of 1949.  The Act funded cities monies to “[…] clear 
slums, redevelop urban space, and build affordable housing”43 for underprivileged and 
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underserved residents.  The acme of this “housing experiment” was found in the Pruitt-
Igoe complex, which was comprised of “[…] thirty-three towers that rose eleven stories 
high.”44  It was a bastion, a veritable monument to governmental architectural and 
economic might, but when it failed it became a perceived testament to its tenants’ 
(mainly poor black persons) inferiority, though for many of them it seemed “[…] an oasis 
in a desert.”45  These tenants were made to suffer under conditions that exploited their 
poverty, “[…] making their rent and food more expensive than the mortgages and 
groceries paid by suburban whites,”46 (a trend that has always been extant in black 
communities, with a report in 2013 revealing that 1 in 8 poor renting families nationwide 
were unable to pay all of their rent)47 and their perceived failure to respond triumphally to 
shoddy construction and exorbitantly escalating rent costs became “[…] a symbol for 
black pathology and a catalyst for the consolidation of white power, a consolidation 
achieved through zoning laws, among other things, that would prevent the construction of 
other Pruitt-Igoes and protect the racial integrity of white suburbs.”48  The failure of 
Pruitt-Igoe, as characterized by Katharine G. Bristol, was a result of “institutionalized 
economic and racial oppression” and it is what pushed black people from the housing 
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tenement to the largely white suburbs of St. Louis, such as Normandy, Jennings, 
Wellston, Bellefontaine Neighbors, and Ferguson.  This black flight caused white fright, 
which in turn predicated white flight in which the former white residents of those areas 
“[…] moved further north but retained their control of law enforcement and municipal 
government in those areas,”49 which propounded the concrescence of “[…] white 
authority and myths of black inferiority,”50 stemming from the recent perceived cultural 
failure of Pruitt-Igoe.   
And it is in this environment that Michael Brown was forced to exist that exposed 
him to what Nussbaum calls the monarchy of fear, that she posits perhaps it would be 
fruitful for white people and those members of society who have been otherized and 
marginalized by whiteness to live together, to inhabit the same environs, to be exposed to 
one another as means of ending white supremacy.  This is a slightly naïve viewpoint that 
stipulates the benevolence of whiteness, since whiteness sits in the position of privilege 
and prestige in American society.   For example, Nussbaum suggests that it would be best 
to have the marginalized people to live with the people in privilege, that the races should 
be exposed to one another on a frequent basis, and that by doing so, it would help to 
rectify the relations between them, citing her own analysis that “[…] disgust feeds on 
fantasies of the other, and sharing a common daily life is the best way to explode these 
fantasies.”51  However, this view completely neglects the sordid histories of white and 
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black Americans who have shared spaces on different occasions with disastrous results.  I 
am reminded specifically of the Draft Day Riots of 1863, in which Irish men and women 
ravaged the streets of Manhattan, destroying property, and killing black people, 
fetishizing their body parts.   The Irish, who immigrated from Ireland due to the potato 
famine of 1851, came to the United States in search for a new life, one wherein they 
could provide for their families and subsist bountifully away from food poverty.  Once 
arrived, they were prejudicially treated by more Germanic whites, who did not consider 
the Irish white as they were white, but slightly subhuman.  Thus, they were relegated 
similarly to how the black people were relegated to a second-rate citizenship, even made 
to inhabit the same space as black people, particularly in New York City.  The Irish were 
drafted at a high rate and thus killed at a high rate in the bloodiest war America has ever 
been in as participant.  Though the Irish shared community with black people each day, it 
could not prevent them from destroying black life and black property, causing the 
survivors to have to deal for weeks and months and years to come with the humiliation of 
the black residents of the Lower East Side.52  Moreover, this thinking resists the reality 
that white identity is so tied to power that any perceived loss of that power will (and has) 
throw whiteness into existential crisis.   But, one does not simply end white supremacy 
because it is not a philosophical construct, it is a religion that has a devout adherent 
populace of no mean size.  Therefore, until this there is a mass exodus from the confines 
of this religion into a more generative liturgy that is inclusive of all, the acts of white 
supremacy will continue to persist throughout the nation.  
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The events at Pruitt-Igoe, which was eventually demolished in 1972, is what 
catapulted Michael Brown, as well as many other black people, towards Ferguson and it 
is what hurtled him tragically towards Canfield Drive and to be shot six times by an 
officer who had sworn to protect him, his rights, his liberties, his pursuit of happiness, 
and killed, his body left humiliated there in the middle of the street for over four hours.  
Darren Wilson and Michael Brown were only four years apart in age and they were the 
same height, both 6’4”, though Brown outweighed Wilson by about thirty pounds.  The 
only appreciable characteristic that separated the two young men was that while Michael 
Brown was black, Darren Wilson was white.  This is what allowed Officer Wilson to live 
into the ecology that is white supremacy as the national religion; this is what enabled him 
to, within ninety seconds of arriving to meet Michael Brown and Dorian Johnson in the 
street and shoot Brown six times, killing him, Johnson fleeing for his life, though Wilson 
had originally been called to Canfield Drive in response to a baby having breathing 
problems;53 this is what allowed “[…] the police chain of command to permit Officer 
Wilson to go into hiding without being questioned or having to file a comprehensive 
written report explaining the shooting;”54 this is what allowed the “[…] Ferguson Police 
Chief Thomas Jackson to release a video to the press in an effort to smear the reputation 
of the deceased Brown;”55 this is what allowed “[…] the chief to lie that he was required 
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to release the video because of a Freedom of Information Act request when in fact none 
had been filed;”56 this is what allowed “[…] Ferguson and county police officers to attack 
demonstrators and reporters;”57 this is what allowed “[…] the county prosecutor turned 
the grand jury process into an exercise in exculpating Officer Wilson and mounting a 
public relations campaign on his behalf by repeatedly leaking secret testimony;”58 this is 
what allowed “[…] the prosecutorial team instructed the grand jury to decide Wilson’s 
culpability on the basis of a statute they knew had been declared unconstitutional;”59 this 
is what allowed “[…] white people with no real factual knowledge about the incident 
claimed to have collected more than $500,000 from sympathizers for a fund for Officer 
Wilson (who had been charged with no crime and made no appeal for a legal defense 
fund);”60 this is what allowed the verdict in the eventual Brown/Wilson case to result in a 
wrongful death lawsuit that was settled out of court—a dearth of governmental 
secularism conducive to an abetted religion.  This is no mere monarchy of fear, as has 
been supposed, this is a deliberate system of systems in which ritual becomes practice, 
practice becomes faith, faith becomes God, and the dreadful and dolorous liturgy of white 
supremacy ambles on.  If slavery was an invocation, the lynching tree was a sermon, 
reminding the newly enfranchised black citizens that, though white people had no control 
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over their bodies, they still could deign to control their minds, Jim Crow was the 
Eucharist, around which white bodies can fellowship around the subjugation of 
animalization of blackness in America, remembering in constancy the blacks’ relegation 
to second-class citizenship, and the killing of Michael Brown, as well as the killings of 
unarmed black men across the nation, enumerating with unspeakable frequency, is a 
benediction, a good saying, to whites only, of a ritual well-practiced and a job well done, 
that they are in right standing with their faith, their tradition, their religion and their God.  
Michael Brown, though ostensibly an American citizen, was not able to be participant in 
this liturgy of supremacy and privilege simply because he was black; yet, Darren Wilson 
was enabled to, innately and instinctively, through practical mimesis, and through the 
bodily and embodied learning of ritual, namely the ritual of the state regulated and 
enforced religion of white supremacy.  
In The Punitive Society, Foucault discloses that delinquency is tethered to 
carcerality,61  By this he means that there is a need within incarceration for delinquency, 
the committing of a crime, that unless crime is committed, the carceral or prison as 
industry cannot subsist.  The two desperately need each other to survive.  Further is the 
problem that in the United States there are on average some 2 million persons in the 
armed forces;62 yet there are some 6.9 million persons subjugated in the corrections 
population today—2.2 million people incarcerated and 4.75 million on probation or 
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parole—6334% of whom are black,64 suggesting that America, a nation that spends just 
over half a trillion dollars on defense, more than any country in the world, cares more 
about penalizing people than protecting them.  Thus, this immuring that Du Bois felt has 
become actualized through the imprisonment of black bodies creating the atmosphere for 
the Michael Brown killing in what Foucault called the carceral state or the punitive 
society.  These are the results of the seeds sown during the time of the chain, the icon, 
and the quality of what was to be.  This is the fulfillment of the denial of blackness in 
America.  So that when Darren Wilson responded with wildcat viscerality, he did so not 
as an aberrant actor, he did so in the only way that made sense to him as an executor of a 
carceral state steeped in deafening semiotics.   
 For the black person, America is a cradle of violence—it has done apathetically to 
secure her complete liberation, it has hastened her brutalization, it has mocked at her 
disenfranchisement, it has thwarted her overtures towards parity, it has winked at her 
sufferings throughout its history of aggrandizing, self-congratulating ascendancy.  But 
this violence is a result of she, the black person, not being seen as equal, not truly being a 
citizen, ever, and still never.  And this is with lasting effect.  And this is the goal of the 
spiritual striving, to rout that, what Du Bois once justly posited as the problem of the 20th 
Century, “the problem of the color-line.”  It is also the problem of the 21st Century and, if 
this problem is not dealt with rightly now, it will lead to more cases such as Michael 
Brown, who because of his blackness had to live above reproach, who was because of his 
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blackness not allowed to take up too much space, who because of his blackness was 
animalized, shot down like a dirty dog in the street.  And then it will be the problem this, 
all and other centuries.  And the trauma will continue.  
 This is the phenomenon that William Cavanaugh explores in Torture and 
Eucharist: Theology, Politics, and the Body of Christ.  In the book, torture is used to rob 
the tortured of their time, rather to have imparted the time of the torturer, the torturer’s 
language, the torturer’s universe of discourse, the torture’s self into them over the course 
of time.  The torturer would make, specifically in Chile under the Pinochet regime, would 
make the tortured confess to crimes they had not committed, giving the victims “[…] 
ideas which conform to the torturer’s reality [where] the tortured are made to speak the 
words of the regime, to replace their own reality with that of the state.”65  This is what 
Cavanaugh meant by “the disappeared.”  The tortured are kept over time being tortured 
so that they are killed in the minds of others in their community, disrupting the fabric of 
society to fit the needs of the torturers.66  The disappeared are not only those who the 
state sanctioned their demise through torture and subsequent disposal of their bodies but 
those that were allowed to remain alive but were not who they once were due to the 
unusual and undue punishment that they endured.  They are shadows of who they used to 
be.  Trauma is consequent of torture and the inhumanity of the torture is not just in the 
violence perpetrated upon the victims of torture but the intent behind the torture.  If we 
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look at the violence visited constantly upon the black population of America, we can see 
that trauma visited upon them is tantamount to torture.  They are no longer themselves 
but something other, something afeard, something apprehensive, something skeptical, a 
being not fully integrated into the fabric of the society that she inhabits, a non-citizen. 
 The bottom line is this: In America, black people make up only 13% of the 
populace but are the victims of 39% of the deaths by police while not attacking67; though 
black people only use drugs 1% more than their white counterparts, 547 more of black 
people are arrested for drug use than white people, among 100,000 residents annually68; 
black people are imprisoned five times more than white people; black people have net 
values significantly lower than white people, where, in Boston alone, while white people 
have an average net worth of 247,000 dollars, black people have a total net worth of eight 
dollars69; black women on average only make 61 cents for every dollar a white man 
makes70; black babies in the U.S. are twice as likely to die before their first birthday as 
white babies; black mothers are three to four times more likely to die from pregnancy-
related causes than white women71; black students in Arkansas are five times more likely 
to be suspended than white students, and 338% more likely to be suspended than white 
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students in Minnesota.72  These statistical data are proclivities that could be no other way 
consequent of the iconicity of the black person’s existentialism and America’s benighted 
selfhood relative to its self-deception as Christian.  These things could be no other way 
and will be no other way as long as America refuses to be self-appraising in a generative 
and amenable way, constructing a theology of self-redemption. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 
 
Towards A Theology of Redemption 
 
Foucault quotes Seneca’s stoic philosophy of apprehension and betterment 
of self, a philosophy contemporaneous with Paul’s ecclesiology, suggesting that 
there are three modes of self-actualization that a person must undertake to be 
fulfilled in what life she or he desires to live.  First, for the person to be 
actualized, there must be understood the importance of listening, that “[…] the 
disciple must at first keep silent and listen.”73 (I will speak more on this later.)  
Second, for the person to be actualized, there must be insistence on the 
importance, too, of writing, “[…] taking notes on the readings, conversations, and 
reflections that one hears or has or does, […] which must be reread from time to 
time in order to reactualize what they contain.”74  Third, and for this portion of 
discourse the most significant, is the persistence of the importance of habitual 
self-reflection, to “[…] commit to memory the things that one has learned, […] to 
come back inside oneself and examine the “riches” that one has deposited 
there.”75  This point is most significant because it questions the person’s rigor 
with regard to how intentionally scrutinizing she or he is, needing the habituation 
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of consideration of creedal deeds, praxes, operations, policies that constitute her 
or his very being.  Thus, if America is truly a democratic republic nation, where is 
the practical, structural evidence of this substance of this selfhood?  Seneca 
reveals the need for the person to consider her or his actions to even be considered 
a fully realized, actualized, and fulfilled person.  Yet, America never has lived 
into a model of selfhood consistent with democracy.  He, America (and this 
masculine first-person singular pronoun is intentionally used because to refer to 
America with feminine imagery would be to enact a disservice, for women do not 
have a history of violence and oppression, men do), has not lived into what he has 
claimed for himself; his actions are inconsistent with how he narrativizes himself 
and is self-deceptive, and it is this self-deception that will prevent him from 
adopting change.  (There will be more on this later.)  In his Existentialism is a 
Humanism, Jean-Paul Sartre pronounces perhaps his most famous theory, 
“Existence precedes essence.”76 The thought here is that one is born surrounded 
by options and that one does not become who one shall be until one chooses from 
the options. In short, a person is revealed through the election of her choices.  
America as a self has actualized and is actualizing a new self that is wholly 
antithetical to what it professes to be—a deeply just, lawful, free democratic 
republic society, where all peoples may come and pursue happiness. 
Thus, theologically, first, I indict the limitations of black citizenship in the wake 
of the   Brown shooting, using as a springboard for discourse Acts 22:24-29: 
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“The tribune directed that he was to be brought into the barracks, and 
ordered him to be examined by flogging, to find out the reason for this 
outcry against him.  But when they had tied him up with thongs, Paul said 
to the centurion who was standing by, “Is it legal for you to flog a Roman 
citizen who is uncondemned?”  When the centurion heard that, he went to 
the tribune and said to him, “What are you about to do? This man is a 
Roman citizen.”  The tribune came and asked Paul, “Tell me, are you a 
Roman citizen?” And he said, “Yes.”  The tribune answered, “It cost me a 
large sum of money to get my citizenship.” Paul said, “But I was born a 
citizen.  Those who were about to interrogate him withdrew immediately. 
The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that he had put 
Paul, a Roman citizen, in chains.”77 – (New Revised Standard Version) 
 
Consequently, the Apostle Paul, Greek by heritage, Jew by culture, was a 
citizen of Rome and could say circa 60-65 CE in the words of Cicero from back in 
70 BCE “Civis romanus sum”— “I am a Roman citizen.”  And this statement 
carried so much weight that the centurions quaked at the very thought of 
apprehending any quiver of his flesh, or detaining his personhood without cause.  
Note that the personhood of the state respected the citizenship, that inimitable 
relationship to the individual it governs, as a person.  Moreover, perhaps, if 
America would view himself on these terms, the terms of personhood, his 
dealings with persons would be more benevolent, more magnanimous, more just.  
However, the problem here remains: If America does not view the black being as 
a citizen, he will no doubt fail to see her as a person.  This neglecting the black 
person as a citizen with apparent, fully recognizable rights is but a result of the 
state funded and abetted religion of white supremacy.  
                                                        
77 “Acts 22:24-29, NRSV:” 
  
41 
Nevertheless, I contend that if even in the Roman Empire, an imperious kingdom 
world renowned for its brutality and austerity of governance, a conglomerate of nations 
that perfected a mode of execution invented by the Ancient Egyptians that with nails 
impaled its supplicants to an apparatus of wood flung to an insufferable altitude 
suspended by their own flesh, called crucifixion, could afford a citizen certain visibly 
unalienable accommodations to exist as a denizen with dignity, how much more should 
the United States of America have allowed Michael Brown juridical latitude with regard 
to his woefully poorly executed apprehension and the inhumane handling of his body 
thereafter.  Paul could say not only can you not summarily execute me in the street, but 
also you cannot even touch me without first bringing me before Caesar or a local 
magistrate.  I identify Darren Wilson not as an aberrant actor but as a paragon of a broken 
system of government, a system that places no value on black lives.  God, for the 
American majority, is tantamount to whiteness and whiteness is tantamount to 
domination and privilege.   
Theologically, this is a savage critique upon a nation that so dearly grabs with 
both hands (ultraque manu), clings to (adfigere), and has made part and parcel of its 
national identity (partem sui facere)78 the notion that it is indeed a state that 
constitutionally seeks justice.  The Apostle Paul could say that as a Roman citizen he was 
beyond apprehension without just cause, which speaks to how his body should be treated.  
His body, Paul, could not be touched, lest those culpable be punished, and this under the 
dictatorship of the mad king Nero.  This is the Roman Empire, a collective of nations 
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under one headship of authority that did not claim to be Christian, that did not claim to be 
the land of the free and the home of the brave, that was not founded by deists or settled 
by folk seeking religious freedom to worship specifically a triune, monotheistic God.  For 
them, Caesar was God, the epiphane, the light, the august, the high and lifted potentate.  
Yet, how they dealt with the bodies of their citizens, at least before punishment for crime 
was meted out, was quite striking.  For America, how it deals with the bodies of its 
marginalized (marginalized but not marginal) citizens reveals the truth of its theological 
paucity.   
 In addition to the Lucan account in The Acts, Matthew recounts in his Gospel 
how Jesus said, “As you have done to the least of these you have done to me.” (Matthew 
25:40 KJV) The problematics of the language of “least of” notwithstanding, Jesus’ 
rhetoric stands to underscore how a nation can never be any greater than how it treats the 
bodies of those that do not possess privilege.  It is in this way that America is 
theologically emaciated.  And it is out of this experience that Du Bois felt immured in his 
blackness.  And it is out of this experience that my girlfriend and I, upon that fateful 
night, felt deracinated and dislocated.  It is out of this experience that Michael Brown was 
unjustly killed, his body wholly desecrated.  It is the experience of a great many black 
people who inhabit the United States 
To curtail these deleterious proclivities perhaps America should transpose and 
develop Elisabeth Vasko’s theorized methodology she refers to as “active and attentive 
listening.”  She writes in her book Beyond Apathy: A Theology for Bystanders: 
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The practice of deep listening is necessary for privileged elites in their 
efforts to become allies in the work of bringing about the kin-dom.79 
 
Vasko uses this term “kin-dom” as opposed to kingdom because kingdom is immanently 
hierarchical and she seeks to adapt rather a relational model of anthropological relativism 
that foregoes kowtows and genuflections.  She believes this is the redemptive work 
necessary to ameliorate the trenchant wounds of a barbarous past and hypocritical present 
that fester in the national household, where screams are colored in blood, staining the air 
across amber waves of grain.  Therefore, if America is ever going to live into what it 
professes to be as a free, democratic society Vasko maintains that he needs to adopt a 
model of radically progressive and liberative listening, a listening that is not self-serving 
or self-congratulating but that is real and complete and that considers those who 
understand the effects of sins it has committed—the oppressed, because the white person, 
the person of privilege, is “[…] rendered incapable of making valid judgments on the 
character of sin [because for them] it is not a concrete reality.”  For her, this listening can 
be the lighted avenue towards a redemptive theology for him, America, a theology for 
that ““[…] man in Appalachia, who feels that his whiteness has begun to lose its value,” 
for that big city lawyer who feels that Spanish-speaking restaurant workers should go 
back to Mexico, for that woman the Bay Area who feels it her duty to call the police for a 
barbecuing infraction or because a little girl did not procure a permit to sell lemonade, for 
that police officer who fatally shot the unarmed black boy on his way home from 
school—a theology that hears the lament of the oppressed, and by hearing finally institute 
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a reasoned and honest approach to granting observable citizenship to the black person.  
However, this is at least a slightly naïve position to take if only because if transposed to 
America not as an aggregate of persons but as a distinct, singular personhood, it presumes 
that America possesses an anti-solipsistic, meritorious philosophy of life.  It presumes 
that America would be invested enough or at all in its own betterment of self, in the 
Foucauldian sense, and not a manifest and documented hubristic being largely 
demonstrative of pernicious egoism and self-aggrandizement. 
The English term religion derives from the Latin term religare, which, when 
translated literally, means “to bind again.”  Therefore, this, state adjudicated white 
supremacy, is a tradition that actively seeks to enchain those who were once bound and 
binds even its participants in an inextricable moral quandary that has destroyed their 
collective capacity for truth and justice.  Since this is a thesis in response to America’s 
innate endorsement of white supremacy as religion, I thought it would be apt to respond 
theologically to this white supremacist ecology of tradition and ritual with the philosophy 
of a Nazi sympathizer, Martin Heidegger, which was originally established in the work of 
Martin Luther, the great leader of the Protestant Reformation:  
When tradition thus becomes master, it does so in such a way that what it 
'transmits' is made so inaccessible, proximally and for the most part, that it rather 
becomes concealed. Tradition takes what has come down to us and delivers it 
over to self-evidence; it blocks our access to those primordial 'sources' from 
which the categories and concepts handed down to us have been in part quite 
genuinely drawn. Indeed it makes us forget that they have had such an origin, and 
makes us suppose that the necessity of going back to these sources is something 
which we need not even understand.80 
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Theologically, it will be necessary, if the religion of white supremacy is to ever be 
meliorated, for the participants in the religion, namely the government, and the white 
person himself, particularly the 81% of white, male evangelicals who voted for Donald 
Trump, (under whose leadership, white supremacists have emerged with greater rigor and 
force, culminating in The Unite the Right Rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, resulting in 
the killing a protestor in August 2017) to evaluate the conspicuous ways in which it is 
confederate with white supremacy and how this tradition, exhibited as ritual, explained as 
religion, began and its rampant and unremitting consequences.  Thus, Heidegger offers a 
solution to the unremitting legacy of racist liturgies, filled with tradition and ritual—
destruction, and a very sensible and pragmatic destruction at that.  First, he posits that this 
brand of destruction as reformation of tradition must take place to provide lucidity of 
practice and why what is practiced is practiced: 
If the question of Being is to have its own history made transparent, then 
this hardened tradition must be loosened up, and the concealments which 
it has brought about dissolved.  We understand this task as one in which 
by taking the question of Being as our clue we are to destroy the 
traditional content of ancient ontology until we arrive at those primordial 
experiences in which we achieved our first ways of determining the nature 
of Being—the ways which have guided us ever since.81 
 
Here, simply put, Heidegger offers a path of redemption from tradition as master, and 
thus ritual and religion as master, by offering that there first must be the recognition and 
acknowledgement of what brought one to the state of staunch and mindless 
traditionalism, a remembrance of the factors that led to such observance.   
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In this regard, the white evangelical, which aids and abets the state as the only 
homogenously religious group to endorse Trump for the presidency, may hold the key, in 
that they have the President’s favor, to ending the sad liturgy that is costing American 
lives.  It is a theology rooted in the prophecy of Haggai, compelling men to “Consider 
[their] ways […] build the house.”82  Perhaps it is possible for America to build a new 
house, a place of worship where all peoples can come and fellowship, that is not built on 
supremacy but on justice and peace.    
 
Conclusion 
At the outset, one critique of these authors in how they attempt to explain with 
ardor certain injustices of inequity that plague the land, they do not effectively speak to 
the black experience.  So, while Nussbaum is naming, Laborde is thematizing, and Vasko 
is prescribing, none of these scholars seem to confront with vigor the challenges that the 
American racial bias as violence against black people.   
Rather, there seems to be a denial, at the very least, on the part of Vasko, which 
does not allow there to be a liberative chorus with the other two scholars.  Again, the 
denial of culpability is the denial of anthropology (for the black person in America) and 
elicits no real incentive for change.  Further, it removes the executor of the act of 
violence, racism, and bigotry so far from responsibility, from the act itself, the executor, 
in this case the religious adherent, can never, and will never, come to terms with what his 
worshipful service has wrought.  Therefore, he will continue to commit these acts with no 
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knowledge or appreciation of their inherent invidious and insidious nature.  Here, there is 
a sin of omission, and there is a sin of commission, both ensconced in denial.  So that 
when Michael Brown was shot and killed, for example, I posit that there is no other way 
that that could have gone.  Thus, what this paper wrangles towards is acknowledgement.  
What is there that still pervades the philosophical moorings of America that allows these 
things, which cannot be, to exist?  When Michael Brown was killed, that happened in no 
other way than it could, not because of ontological blackness, but because of ontological 
whiteness.  This ontological whiteness exudes itself in a manner that clings to privilege, 
that exudes disgust and fear that is ultimately deliberate because white privilege is 
concomitant with white supremacy that is in fact a religion.  So, in its own way, America 
is actually a constitutional theocracy, “where a religion is formally enshrined in the 
state,” and not a democratic republic.  There is an ecology of whiteness as supremacy that 
needs to be addressed and once this work is begun it will culminate in a liberative 
theology for black people and a redemptive theology for white people and the nation with 
simultaneity. 
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